This essay defends the significance of ethnography for ecclesiology. It does so by engaging with the ecclesiology of John Webster, particularly his essay 'In the Society of God', which directly challenges the relevance of ethnographic methods for a theology of the church. The discussion demonstrates the importance of Webster's warning against the reduction of ecclesiology to an uncritical embrace of the apparent 'givenness' of observed empirical facts, but also argues that his approach is less useful for analyzing and criticizing the failures of the church community. The essay concludes by arguing that ethnography has the potential to enhance the church's capacity to recognise, and thus confess, its sins, but also to deepen its corporate discernment and attentiveness to the presence of God's activity in its midst.
Interest in the sociological factors related to church growth, and the effectiveness of missionary outreach, has also heightened attention to the realities of particular church practices. 5 Similarly, explorations of how specific church ministries might best serve particular constituents motivate empirical studies of the church. 6 For some theologians, these trends are to be embraced and celebrated for shaping ecclesiology into a less abstract, more scientific and empirical discipline. 7 Other theologians, however, step back from examples of 'thick descriptions' of particular church congregations and question whether anything distinguishes such accounts from purely sociological or anthropological studies. More precisely, the concern often raised is: What remains of theology in such expressions of ecclesiology? All this is to say that a spectre is haunting dogmatic ecclesiology -the spectre of the empirical church; while at the same time, behind ethnographic accounts of church life lurks the often unaddressed spectre of theology.
Contemporary ecclesiological debates are thus torn over how to understand the relationship between doctrinal statements about the Church and empirical descriptions of the embodied realities of particular church communities.
This essay examines this tension between doctrinal approaches to ecclesiology and ethnographic accounts of the church by engaging with a critic of the latter approach: John
Webster. The discussion focuses on a paper that Webster delivered at a conference on
Ecclesiology and Ethnography at the University of Aberdeen. 8 Webster criticises what he perceives as a tendency to collapse divine activity into church practices in many ecclesiologies that emphasise the empirical congregation. This discussion shows how
Webster's concerns are particularly useful for critically analysing ecclesiologies that intend to offer positive assertions about the presence of the divine in the activities of the congregation, or that construct instrumental strategies for church growth or missional success. At the same time, the essay demonstrates that Webster's approach is less useful for analysing and criticizing the failures of the church community. While Webster's dogmatic perspective focuses on preventing ecclesiology from over-reaching itself, it is far less successful at interrupting and calling into question the practices of the church as such. Put another way,
Webster helps encourage an ecclesiological humility when it comes to describing the relation between particular empirical churches and divine activity, but his position is less able to chasten theological assumptions about the church itself. Thus, the argument is not so much a direct challenge against of Webster's theology of the church, but is rather focused on the claim that he misdiagnoses the value of employing (and the consequences of shunning) ethnography in ecclesiological reflection.
By critically engaging with the arguments and presuppositions of Webster's ecclesiology, the discussion demonstrates the potential for ethnography to contribute to ecclesiology, particularly by enhancing the church's capacity to recognise, and thus confess, its sins, but also to deepen its corporate discernment and attentiveness to the presence of God's activity in 8 The conference was held in March 2011, and the paper is published as: J. Webster, 'In the Society of God: Some Principles of Ecclesiology', in P. Ward (ed.), Perspectives on Ecclesiology and Ethnography (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2012), pp. 200-222.
its midst. The essay will show that, by enhancing the church's capacity to confess its sins and to discern God's activity in its midst, ethnography has the capacity to deepen rather than dilute the theological task of ecclesiology.
Webster on Theological Ecclesiology
John Webster's general approach to systematic theology is one which he describes as 'dogmatic' in nature. Informed in his early writing by the work of Karl Barth and Eberhard
Jüngel, what characterizes the discipline of theology for Webster is that it begins from the standpoint of the doctrine of God. This is a key distinction in his thought, for he contends that such an approach is not typical of contemporary theology, 'The theological disciplines have, in effect, been "de-regionalized", that is, they have been pressed to give an account of themselves in terms drawn largely from fields of enquiry other than theology'.
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In his essays on ecclesiology, Webster warns against the use of the social sciences in theology in a manner that is somewhat similar to the work of John Milbank. Milbank has argued that sociological methodologies inevitably result in a 'policing the sublime'. 10 The impulse to explain everything in social terms, he suggests, expels explicitly theological accounts of the nature of reality, and thus reduces all treatments of social phenomena to this- 13 What troubles Webster about such approaches is that, in his view, they share a common tendency to emphasise the 'density' of embodied church life to such an extent that they 'so fill the horizon' of ecclesiology that it 'obscures the miracle of grace' and grants insufficient attention to the church's ultimate source -the triune God. The result is a theology of the church that neglects its origin in and downplays its reliance upon divine activity. Thus is it is instructive to reflect on the concerns he raises against linking ecclesiology to ethnography, prior to criticising the implications he draws from these issues. 16 Ibid., p. 201. 27 The basic argument of this school is that 'conservative' churches grow, whereas the more 'liberal' a church becomes the faster it experiences numerical decline. Dean M.
Kelley offered such a view in his book Why Conservative Churches Are Growing. 28 Since then, the argument that mainline church decline is related to liberal tolerance and doctrinal fuzziness has remained a commonplace among many theologians and journalists. empirically measurable values, such as relationships, identity, meaning (not to mention the activity of God). More to the point, the implied understanding of human beings is at some distance from Christian visions of the moral life or the purpose of ecclesial community.
Instead, these are simply portrayed as reward-seeking and shaped by cost-benefit instrumental reasoning. But theologians who draw on rational choice theory to orient church growth strategies generally fail to notice the baggage that such an approach brings with it.
This example illustrates that there are significant reasons for theologians to challenge the equation of empirical observations about churches with ecclesiology as such.
That Christians are capable of being enticed by the trappings and temptations of their context, or, stated in more traditional terms, of being limited by their own sinful perceptions of the world, suggests that theologians like Webster are right to caution against an uncritical embrace of the empirical. Similarly, such a view also serves as a reminder of the fact that simply because some situation presently 'is' does not imply that it 'ought' to be. This is the most constructive way to interpret Webster's insistence that all 'talk of the human practices of the church must be rooted in...operative talk of God.' 33 In his ecclesiology, a focus on the doctrine of God intends to interrupt any propensity towards mistaking the givenness of the present moment for the fullness of reality. Thus, 'the church is outside itself'; it is 'ectopic', because 'its "place" is in the being and act of the creative and communicative God of the gospel'. 34 The use of such doctrinal language intends to guard against the collapse of ecclesiological statements into arbitrary preferences or ideological embraces of immediate suggesting that, when ethnography is 'set aside for a special purpose' -i.e. serving the needs of the church -then it can be 'sanctified' and contributes to the task of ecclesiology. 36 Mary
McClintock Fulkerson emphasises how 'bodily techniques' instil 'properties' and 'knowledges' that inform the subjectivities of human beings, so that attending to the ways in which Christians are shaped by (and themselves give shape to) the practices of the churches in which they gather, uncovers the implicit theologies that these communities embody. 37 Webster has not commented directly on any of these contributions, but there is reason to assume that he would raise concerns about each in turn. Fulkerson's investment in bodily techniques seems to reiterate the tendency to grant considerable weight to church practices, and thus, from a Websterian perspective, collapses divine agency into human subjectivity. In the case of Swinton's contribution, it is conceivable that Webster would view its emphasis on ensuring the proper intention regarding the deployment of ethnography as implying that the issue is simply a matter of subjective human will, which again could be read as grounding ecclesiology is something other than the triune God. Finally, the example of McGrath might be closest to Webster's own position, in that it affirms the distinctiveness of the Christian perception of the world, which is rooted in 'the one focal interpretive story of Jesus'. 38 Here the concern one suspects that Webster would raise is the need for even greater doctrinal precision in elucidating the nature of the Christian perspective on the church, while weakening the degree to which this can be rooted in church practices. To give greater substance to these conjectures, it is instructive to turn to the way in which Webster engages directly with two other interlocutors: Henri de Lubac and Yves Congar.
Webster's Critique of de Lubac
In a number of his essays on ecclesiology, Webster discusses Henri de Lubac's 'communion ecclesiology', which intends to oppose a 'separated theology', or a rigid distinction between nature and grace in thinking about the church. 39 doctrine', Webster establishes a firm distinction between God the 'Son' and the 'incarnate Son', for 'the Son is not made Son by the flesh, nor can he be deduced from it'. The same formula can also serve as a description of Webster's ecclesiology: the full actuality of the church lies beyond material reality. In the case of the Son, one is to 'look beyond its temporal occurrence to the Son's antecedent divine capacity'; whereas, in the case of the church, the fullness of its reality beyond temporality is eschatological, finding its proper completion in the future.
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It is at this point that Webster's ekstatic and ectopic approach to ecclesiology should itself be interrupted and concretely located. For the inclination towards individualism, and the reaffirmation of the priority of the invisible church, both which Webster's work implies, are increasingly being called into question by situations emerging within contemporary churches.
The Invisible Church and its Visible Scandals
In MacIntyre's novel The Bishop's Man, the principal scandal driving the narrative is not so much the failings of individual priests, but the stubborn refusal of church authorities -in this case the diocesan bishop -to acknowledge the ugly reality of the situation. 53 Against all of the testimony and empirical evidence that Father MacAskill brings to his bishop, the latter refuses to accept that these issues require any change in ecclesial policy or practice, 'Keep your eye on the ball', the bishop says to MacAskill, as he urges his priest to protect the image of the church from being tainted.
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The point of this anecdotal intervention is not moral but methodological. Without a doubt,
Webster is as scandalised as anyone by the issue of clerical abuse of minors. The question is rather whether his treatment of ecclesiology equips us to respond adequately to the tragic challenge of such failings within contemporary churches.
Perceiving the Sins of the Church
There is a long tradition in ecclesiological writing that reflects on the relationship between the holiness of the church and the sins of its members. It is commonplace in such discussions to describe the church as 'holy' on the grounds that it is the product of God's action. Jeremy Bergen has demonstrated that this sharp distinction between the church's holiness and the sins of its members is a prominent emphasis in various expressions of Christian theology.
In Protestant thought, he observes, the sinfulness of all human beings is contrasted with the holiness of God, whereas Catholic theology generally focuses on the act of ecclesial repentance, in which the church purifies itself as it confesses the sins of its members. The problem with the former approach, Bergen argues, is that the Protestant emphasis on the general sinfulness of humanity deflects attention away from specific acts of historical sin; while the Catholic example implies an abstract church that is over against and distinct from its members. 56 Bergen echoes Michael McCarthy's criticism of such ecclesiologies of a sinless church: 'it invites idealization, and in doing so reinscribes the conditions of disillusionment'.
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Such a conclusion resonates with the way in which MacIntyre's novel portrays the bishop's refusal to admit that his church is committing a series of serious crimes, 'it's the integrity of the institution that is at stake. Something larger and more important than all or any of us'.
Subsequently, Father MacAskill proceeds to counsel the parents of an abused child about the nature of God's healing and justice', but he leaves feeling ashamed, 'You debase the word, I
told myself'. Such neglect and dismissal of the failures of the church, in order to protect its ideal image and authority, renders any act of contrition 'just a bunch of words'. 58 The problem this novel illustrates is one that Webster's approach to ecclesiology is unable to address adequately. By restricting any account of the church to an extension of the doctrine of God, and by emphasising that the relationship between the actual lived history of churches and the triune God in whom the church has its origin is 'non-reciprocal', Webster's ecclesiology arrives at the point where he argues that all acts of the church are 'movements moved by God'. 59 The implication of such a position, however, is either than the terrible acts of members of the church described by MacIntyre's novel are to be understood as 'moved by God', or (and this seems the more obvious conclusion), that when such things are committed, it is not really the church that is implicated, but only sinful human beings. As Bergen has warned, however, such a generalised admission of the church's capacity to sin often diminishes the attention given to any particular sins of the church's members, which in itself is sufficient to question whether Webster's handling of the issue is an adequate 59 Webster, 'In the Society of God', p. 215. 60 Webster, Holiness (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2003), pp. 60, 73. ecclesiological response to situations such as the one described in MacIntyre's novel. But there are also some elements of Webster's approach that appear to go even further than this.
His description of the invisible church is such that it often implies that the ecclesia as such remains detached from creaturely sin. If Webster were to argue more clearly that this concept of the 'invisible church' is merely a reference to its perfected eschatological future, then his position would remain entirely distinct from the Catholic concept of the sinlessness of the church as the Body of Christ; however, the more he labours to establish a sharp dogmatic boundary between the church derived solely from the activity of God, and historical communities of human beings, the more puzzling his account becomes on the question of ecclesial sin. For example, he writes, 'the agency at the heart of the Church is God's', so that, 'all the acts of the holy Church must demonstrate a reference to the work of the One who is holy'. 61 It would seem to follow, then, that acts deemed 'unholy' cannot truly be acts of the 'Church', but merely acts by human beings in isolation from divine agency. Moreover, if all the church's movements are initiated by God, then any sinful acts cannot be acts of the church. In such statements, the difference between Webster's position and Catholic ecclesiology would only seem to be that, while the latter directly affirms the sinlessness of the church, Webster instead implies that when human assemblies fail to embody signs of God's holiness, they are not in fact churches. The visibility of the invisible church, he writes, is a 'spiritual event'; 'It is that which can be described only by talking of the active, communicative presence of the triune God'. Any sign of the church's visible nature 'cannot be converted into mere phenomenal form'. 62 Thus, while Webster criticises Catholic ecclesiology in order the emphasise the distinction between God and the creaturely church, he does so by making any form or action of the church dependent upon the immediate activity of the divine. But the resulting lack of any mediating category with which to describe the historical 'visible' church makes it difficult for him to describe the church as such as sinful, other than to say that, as a creaturely institution, populated by sinful human beings, it contains sin. Such an approach, however, implies that attending to the particular sins of the ecclesia's members is not really a core ecclesiological problem, but merely a contextual pastoral matter.
However one interprets the precise nature of Webster's treatment of the sin of the church, the issue is heightened when one notes how he rejects prominent alternative ecclesiological proposals that seek to redress the challenge of ecclesial sin. One such tradition, for example, identifies the church with Christ's body undergoing the passion. This different theological emphasis emphasises how, in its historical existence, the church can never achieve the fullness of its eschatological perfection, but it remains Christ's wounded body. For example, according to Bergen, in the case of Bonaventure, this implies that the church must acknowledge and respond to this reality, for the sake of its own salvation. Bergen describes it, in this account of the church, creaturely sinners become 'that body that is God's endurance of sin'. 64 Webster's ecclesiology would appear to discourage this line of thinking, and one can safely assume that he would consider it but another example of the fostering of a 'porous Christology' for the way it could be read as elevating the church beyond its creaturely status. 65 Webster is suspicious of any language that implies that the church shares in Christ's divine being. For him, 'the Incarnation is unilateral'; it is a one-time event that occurs only in the person of Jesus; 'it is not a figure in some more general unity of divinity and humanity'. 66 Thus, in his essay 'In the Society of God', Webster argues that, 'creaturely being does not partake of the divine being but rather has its own identity and integrity at the hands of God'. 67 The church cannot participate in the sufferings of Christ through its identity as the body of Christ; rather, the notion of the presence of Christ as 'God with us', 'does not mean the diffusion of God's life but its generativity'.
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A second possible ecclesiological response to the sins of contemporary members of the church is proposed by Ephraim Radner, who shifts the focus of attention from Christology to Pneumatology. Radner understands the denominational divisions between post-Reformation churches to be a sign that they are under divine judgement. Thus, rather than presume that the Holy Spirit resides in any one particular historical church, or imagine that the ecumenical movement is being led by the movement of the Spirit, Radner suggests that it may be that the Spirit has withdrawn from the churches. 69 Such a possibility, he continues, finds a biblical analogy in the divided kingdom of Israel, during which God's chosen people experienced judgement, exile, and a call to repent of their sins. Radner reads this pneumatological possibility through his Christology, suggesting that the Spirit has withdrawn so that the church might, 'die with Christ' and 'suffer Jesus' suffering for the Church'. 70 In this way,
Radner opens up a path that understands the sin of the church as both a participation in the sufferings of Christ, but also as an opportunity to grow in Christ.
Radner also challenges commonplace theological explanations for divisions between churches, such as in statements like, 'the "Church as such" is not divided, only individual
Christians are divided.' 71 He traces a long history of ecclesiological reflection which considers it impossible to conceive of the real church as containing division or sin, and concludes, 'whether Catholic or Protestant, the true church is always one that is pure in some fundamental way, immune from the embarrassments of its members'. 72 To challenge this tendency, Radner proposes an 'eristic' ecclesiology, one which takes its own location within a divided and sinful Church as its starting point, and which reflects and acts in the midst of conflict and crisis.
One might assume that Webster would appreciate the way in which Radner's account offers a Trinitarian account of divine engagement with the church. According to Webster, however, theology that does 'not fully register the church's deep antecedent and eschatological peace, and the present efficacy of that incomplete yet real peace'. Webster argues that discussions of the judgment of the church must be relativised by a theology of election and providence. 73 He is concerned that the 'very intensity of our description' of the church's divisions and brokenness, 'can run counter to the gospel's announcement that the regime of conflict is at an end'. 74 Thus, before one can speak theologically about conflict, one must affirm the peace of God which offers a truer account of reality. In the same way, before one can speak about divine judgement over the church, one must speak of God's election of the church and how this sanctifies it and makes it holy. Webster summarises this methodological procedure as follows, 'introduc[e] into each ecclesiological description and passage of ecclesiological argument direct language about God, Christ, and Spirit', in order to achieve the 'conversion of intelligence from love of temporality'. 75 Such a position, however, clearly interrupts any ecclesiology seeking to make failings on the part of the church -such as those describe in the novel The Bishop's Man -a substantial matter for theological reflection.
III. Why Ecclesiology Cannot Live by Doctrine Alone
One Webster's writing on ecclesiology offers some significant cautionary criticisms of prominent trends in the field, at the same time, his dogmatic approach to the theology of the church also brings into view the problematic consequences of sequestering theological method from empirical observation and inquiry.
To be fair, Webster does not argue directly that ethnography has no useful purpose; rather, his assertion is that its use 'requires metaphysical clarification'. Ethnography, in other words, needs to be disciplined and regulated by dogmatic theology. But when Webster adds that, 'Ethnography may find itself frustrated by the concealed, secret character of the church', so that ultimately the church remains 'indiscernible', 76 it is clear that he thinks it cannot finally contribute in any meaningful way to ecclesiology, and that attention to the practices and experiences of empirical churches in fact reveals little about the nature of the true church. This is to say that, rather than deny that the church can sin, or that churches can be studied with empirical methods, Webster simply argues that these matters are ultimately irrelevant to 77 or by noting that the theoretical production of dogmatic theologies occurs in particular contexts, so that it is problematic to imply that some account of the doctrine of God itself remains free from social-historical influences. 78 Here there is space for only two other brief considerations. The first notes that Webster's ecclesiology defends a theological account of the church's future identity by severing it from the church's present. This problem comes clearly into view when it is observed that, although Webster's approach is useful for criticising the instrumentalisation of ecclesiology, it is far less able to address the church's sinfulness. 79 The second issue to highlight is the way in which
Webster's doctrine of revelation is mediated solely through doctrine and Scripture, but not though the lives of those constructing doctrines or reading the scriptures.
Confession for a Church without a Present
By ordering ecclesiology solely according to his doctrine of God, so that considerations of church practices and failings become largely irrelevant, Webster essentially constructs an eschatological ecclesiology devoid of a present. According to him, in view of the danger of mistaking present life for the fullness of reality, ecclesiology must be converted from its 'love of temporality'. 80 But in ordering the theology of the church solely according to its eschatological future, Webster withdraws from the church the capacity to be questioned or challenged by its current members, but also by its current neighbours. Ecclesiology becomes blind to the present, in order to preserve the purity of the church's future. To make this point is not essentially to privilege the social-historical as the fullness of reality (as Webster might worry); it is simply to refuse to quarantine present experiences within the churches from the fullness of God's created order. This point -which cannot be fully developed theologically here -could be articulated in a number of ways: through a discussion of the problem of 'docetism', and how a church without a present reality risks importing a version of that Christological error into ecclesiology; 81 or, this issue could also be explored through the doctrine of the resurrection of the body, which traditionally has emphasised how the risen body is not utterly distinct from the historical creaturely body. 82 Here, however, I advance a primary theological commitments, but only the suggestion that he misdiagnoses the value of (and consequence of neglecting) ethnography for ecclesiology. 
God's Revelation and Spiritual Discernment
Focusing on the potential of ethnography to nurture the practice of confession also brings into focus the extent to which Webster's understanding of revelation -as God's self-revealing to human creatures -is generally limited to the mediations of Scripture and doctrine. 85 It is through the reading of the Scriptures, guided by a properly ordered doctrinal account of how God reveals Godself, that Christians are said to encounter the divine. Webster describes the dynamic in this manner in order to forfend the errors he perceives in anthropological approaches to practices of reading, or in reader-response criticism. The focus of ecclesiology, he urges, must remain on the initiative of divine action, not on the intentions or habits of human beings. 85 Webster, Holy Scripture, pp. 11-17.
In the course of this argument, however, Webster suggests that 'we shall not be able to make much headway if we determine in advance any dogmatic considerations of what "reading" is'. 86 This is due to his view that one's encounter with the presence and action of God 'is in its deepest reaches sui generis'. By extension, why restrict such encounters to the act of reading, or to constructions of doctrine? Does it not seem to follow that Webster's concern to avoid establishing in advance any assumptions about how the reading of Scripture 'works' ought to be extended to precluding presumptions about how the Spirit is working within the church and in the lives of its members? While Webster's warning against the dangers of divinising church practices is well taken, one ought not to imagine that focused ecclesiological attention on the activities of the church necessarily results in their reductive instrumentalisation. Brief reference to some of the church's traditions of spiritual discernment illustrates how such practices are often intimately related to pneumatology. The contemplation of the Caremlites, for example, is commonly referred to as a 'practice', but in their understanding, this activity is understood to be performed, not by the individual her or himself, but by God in the believer. 87 Similarly, in the 'practice' of the Ignaitian Exercises, the process intends to support the individual seeking to discern the will of God by trying to ensure that any decisions made are not driven by 'inordinate attachments'.
By analogy, the spiritual practices of discernment and the confession of sins help illustrate the significant ecclesiological role for ethnography. For the attentive observation of the experiences of particular human beings in particular church contexts potentially enables the corporate recognition events that interrupt assumptions or result in joyful surprise, which otherwise might go unacknowledged or unappreciated. Ethnography can thus contribute to the church's confession by deepening its awareness of its own failings and limitations, and to corporate spiritual discernment. For, in a manner not unlike the Jesuit spiritual practice of identifying both the consolations and desolations in one's personal spiritual life, ethnography is potentially one way that the church can attend carefully to the blessings and failings that it is presently experiencing corporately.
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The significance of such a contribution is evident in MacIntyre's novel, in the way in which This discussion has made a case for the significance of ethnography for ecclesiology.
It has done so through an engagement with the ecclesiology of John Webster, which directly challenges the relevance of ethnographic methods for a theology of the church. The approach of the essay is a rather indirect route to make an argument for why ecclesiology cannot live by doctrine alone, but it was undertaken out of recognition of the importance of Webster's warning against reducing theology to an uncritical embrace of the apparent 'givenness' of observable empirical facts. Moreover, attending to the limitations of Webster's position helps to sharpen recognition of ways in which ethnography can potentially contribute to ecclesiology. Gaps in Webster's ecclesiology were particularly illuminated by interacting with debates over whether the church itself can sin, and with reference to MacIntyre's novel
The Bishop's Man. Far from rejecting Webster's critical theological concerns, the case for the ecclesiological role of ethnography made here extends Webster's concern to foster proper attentiveness to the activity of God by seeking to ensure that Christians have the resources to address their church in a manner not unlike how Father MacAskill is finally able to challenge his bishop: 'You haven't been entirely honest with me'. 90 Simply put, ethnography can help the church be more honest with itself. By assisting the church to undertake the disciplines of the confession of sins and corporate spiritual discernment of God's presence and activity, ethnography deepens rather than dilutes the theological task of ecclesiology.
90 MacIntyre, p. 283.
